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Liminal Evaluation of the Colossian Household Code: 





 This essay will attempt an interpretation of Colossians 3:1–4:1, focusing 
particularly on the relationship between slaves and their masters, which is the third grouping 
of the Household code (Col 3:22–4:1). Special attention will be given to the relationship 
between the baptismal saying, with the theme of eradication of social boundaries (3:11), and 
the intergroup ethical exhortations reflecting at least partly the patriarchal norms of 
relationship (3:18–4:1). Based upon a social theory of intergroup relationship of subordinate 
groups (slaves and masters) under the superordinate community (Jesus-community), together 
with a social process theory of liminality, it will be argued that the apparent dissonance 
between the sayings urged the community members to evaluate how the ideal of being and 
relating reflected in the liminal moment may be put into practice in the traditional patriarchal 
relatedness. The interpretation of the text (III) follows after an overview of the letter's 
contingency (I) and a brief introduction to the theories employed for interpretation (II). 
 
I. Overview 
 The issues concerning the authorship, date and provenance of the document 
generally known as Paul's Letter to the Colossians are much debated. Foster provides a chart 
showing the variegated opinions of fifty-five scholars over the last two-hundred years on these 
issues (Foster 2016:73–78), which influence to some extent the interpretation of the letter. For 
the purposes of this essay, it is sufficient to note that the present author assumes that the letter 
was composed either by Paul himself or by one of his close associates (here simply Paul or 
‘the author’), in Ephesus, towards the end of his stay there in 55–57 CE. Peculiarity of 
vocabulary, style of writing, and the theological emphases of Colossians compared with Paul’s 
indisputably authentic letters are considered insufficient to conclude that the letter was 
authored by someone other than the those mentioned above (Asano 2020:407–19. Cf. 
Campbell 2014:283–97). In fact, some of the alleged 'distinct' theological emphases may 
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reflect Paul's strategy to maintain and secure the identity of the Jesus-community in Colossae, 
and the various house gatherings that belong to it. 
 If the letter was composed by Paul, it is necessary to consider the occasion of its 
composition, especially in light of its possible connection with his 'personal' letter to Philemon, 
a slave-owner and Christ-follower who resided in Colossae. In the letter to Philemon is an 
attempted reconciliation between Philemon and his slave Onesimus, who is now a 'beloved 
brother … in the flesh and in the Lord' (Philm 16). Whatever the situation that needs mending, 
Paul finds it helpful to remind Philemon of the fact that he and his slave share the status of 
being 'in the Lord', i.e., both are equal members of the Jesus-community, even though they are 
separated by their different social groups, slaves on one hand, and slave-owners on the other. 
In the language of SIT (explained later in B.1), the two persons divided by the different 
subordinate groups are to be united in harmony under the superordinate community of Christ 
(Phlm 16. cf. Tucker 2015:413–16). If Philemon was composed and delivered at the same time 
or just prior to Colossians (cf. Dunn 1996:38), one may well interpret Colossians with this 
contingency of Philemon in mind. Here is the general scenario assumed in this essay.  
 First, the reader is directed to the author’s concern for the unity of the community 
members based upon the shared identity ‘in / with Christ’ and his special interest in the 
slave-master relationship, among other relatedness within the Household code (Col 3:18–4:1). 
This seems to indicate that Paul intended the letter to function, at least partly, as a sort of 
follow-up letter in order to ensure that the reconciliation between Philemon and Onesimus 
takes place. It is possible that Archippus was the head of 'your house gathering (τῃ κατ᾽ οἶκόν 
σου ἐκκλησίᾳ)' (Philm 2) to which Philemon and his wife Apphia belonged (Campbell 
2014:270–71), yet it also seems plausible that Archippus, the fellow-soldier (συστρατιώτῃ) of 
Paul and a minister of the gospel in Colossae at large, belonged to the house church hosted by 
Philemon and Apphia. The mention of Archippus in the letter of Philemon was intended by 
Paul to bring Archippus in as an authoritative witness for the case presented there. Paul, then, 
made sure that Archippus as a church authority in Colossae was responsible for accomplishing 
the service (τὴν διακονίαν ... πληροῖς. Col 4:17) of ameliorating the situation involving a 
member of the Jesus-community in Colossae and the host of the house gathering.1 
                                                          
1 The socio-cultural institution of patronage has meaningfully illuminated the analysis of Philemon in recent years, 
casting Paul and/or Philemon in the role of patron (Osiek 2009:143–52; Elliot 2010:51–62). It may be helpful, then, 
to bring Archippus in to the 'triangulated relationship Paul-Philemon-Onesimus' (Osiek 2009:147). Being the 
co-soldier with Paul, Archippus exerted social pressure upon Philemon as a sort of patron to show clemency on 
behalf of Onesimus in the particular situation between the two in the social context of slavery. 
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 This brief scenario outlined above suggests that the letter to the Colossians is, at 
least partly, concerned with the question of how intergroup conflicts are avoided or minimized, 
particularly in relation to slaves and the slave-owners. In this essay, some insights from social 
identity theories and a social process theory of liminality are employed in order to appreciate 
how the author of Colossians attempted to achieve improved interpersonal / intergroup 
relatedness. In this instance, peculiar theological themes and expressions in Colossians are 
understood in terms of the sociological concerns of community building and maintenance. 
What follows is a brief introduction to the pertinent theories and the context to which they are 
employed. 
 
II. Colossian Context 
A. Colossian Context 
1. Participation in Christ 
 Though mystical union with the pre-Christian Gnostic redeemer myth (especially 
Schweitzer 1930:220) may well be beside the point (Dunn 1998:390–93), the idea of 
participation with Christ is certainly prevalent in Paul's letters, and the theological theme is 
clearly found in Colossians, particularly in chapters 2–3. Therefore, Paul speaks of 'Christ (/ 
Lord / him)' with the preposition ἐν eight times (Col 2:3, 6, 7, 9, 10, 11, 15, 3:17) and with σύν 
three times (2:20, 3:3, 4), and uses σύν-compound verbs five times (2:2, 13, 19x2, 3:1). The 
idea of Christ-followers’ participation with Christ is also evoked with the peculiar use of the 
headship metaphor (Col 1:18, 2:10, 19). Paul speaks of Christ as the head of the body of the 
church in the Christological hymn that emphasizes the authority of Christ over the whole 
creation (1:18). The connotation of authority and supremacy involved in the word κεφαλή is 
assumed as Christ is described as 'the head of every ruler and authority' (2:10). Then, existence 
and growth of the Colossian Jesus-community as a body depends on Christ as its head (2:19. 
Cf I Cor 12:12). Whatever the logic of the connection between the universe and the church, 
especially in the Christological hymn,2 the supreme authority of Christ over all subordinate 
entities in creation is indicative in the peculiar eschatological scheme of the letter. 
 As the author attempts to direct the thoughts and actions of the Christ-followers in 
Colossae with these words and phrases that emphasize the strong sense of solidarity with 
Christ as their supreme authority, Christ is presented as the core of their community-identity. 
                                                          
2 It may be helpful to compare it with the idea that the imperial concord flows out of the harmony of the ruler's 
household (cf. Maier 2013:94–99). 
—  16  —
Liminal Evaluation of the Colossian Household Code:An Étude of Social Identity Approach to Col 3:22–4:1
With the contingency of reconciliation between a slave and his master in mind, the assumption 
of SIT that the sharing of an overarching identity among members from different subordinate 
groups would help solve the intergroup conflict, it seems appropriate to appreciate the 
rhetorical strategy of the author of Colossians as a response to the life situation of the 
community. 
 
2. The Baptismal Theme in Colossians chs. 2–3 
 That these languages of solidarity are concentrated in the second and the third 
chapters of Colossians is understandable as one realizes that the author's arguments in those 
two chapters are sustained by the consistent theme of baptism. As Wedderburn rightly argues, 
the theme is careful not to offer an alternative understanding of the meaning of baptism, but 
rather strengthens the author's ethical exhortations (Wedderburn 1993:49–51), and particularly 
the ethics on interpersonal / intergroup relations. First, the author uses the noun 'baptism 
(βαπτισμῷ)' to remind the reader of their actual experience of the rite (Col 2:12). Based upon 
the experience, then, the author notes that the members share the experience of death and 
resurrection with Christ (2:12–13), much like the way Paul expounds the motif of baptism in 
Rom ch. 6. In the sustained theme, the members are explicitly told that they died with Christ 
(2:20) and were raised with him (3:1). The exhortations for the heavenly perspective (3:1–4) 
are again akin to the exposition of the baptismal motif in Rom 6:1–11. The same theme is then 
implied in the pair of participles denoting unclothing (ἀπεκδυσάμενοι, 3:9) and clothing 
(ἐνδυσαμενοι, 3:10), which accomplishes the renewal (ἀνακαινούμενον) of humanity. Finally, 
the abrogation of social boundaries is proclaimed as a result of the renewal of one's being 
(3:11). It is not a coincidence that a similar emancipatory saying is found where the motif of 
baptism is employed in Gal 3:28 and in I Cor 12:13. In all three passages the oneness of those 
participating in Christ is emphasized. The image that the Christ-followers with various 
subordinate identities are all united under the overarching identity of Christ is illumined by the 
vivid memory of baptism that initiated the members into the community of Christ. 
 If one pursues the different roles the baptismal theme plays in these two chapters of 
Colossians, they are the symbol of transfer into the new status in the second chapter and the 
symbol of transfer into the new relatedness in the third chapter. The argument of the second 
chapter of Colossians somewhat resembles the one in Rom ch.6. The primary concern of Rom 
ch.6 is stated clearly in the rhetorical question: 'should we remain in sin in order that grace 
may increase?' (Rom 6:1). Death and resurrection with Christ in baptism into him delivered 
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participating in Christ is emphasized. The image that the Christ-followers with various 
subordinate identities are all united under the overarching identity of Christ is illumined by the 
vivid memory of baptism that initiated the members into the community of Christ. 
 If one pursues the different roles the baptismal theme plays in these two chapters of 
Colossians, they are the symbol of transfer into the new status in the second chapter and the 
symbol of transfer into the new relatedness in the third chapter. The argument of the second 
chapter of Colossians somewhat resembles the one in Rom ch.6. The primary concern of Rom 
ch.6 is stated clearly in the rhetorical question: 'should we remain in sin in order that grace 
may increase?' (Rom 6:1). Death and resurrection with Christ in baptism into him delivered 
the Christ-followers from the domain of sin (6:1–11), therefore they have been transferred to a 
new master to serve (6:12–23). Likewise in Col ch. 2, Christ-followers are no longer under the 
domain of the old world with false teachings and concomitant practices (Col 2:16–23).  
 The same baptismal theme, however, signals a different emphasis in the third 
chapter, upon which the following section focuses. Though the ethical application starts with a 
list of vices that may at least partially relate to one's individual being (Col 3:5), the other list of 
vices (3:8–9) are those that may bring damages to the relationship with others. The reader 
immediately finds that this latter list is set up against the list of virtues or positive exhortations 
to enhance and enrich a healthy community relationship (3:12–15), and that the theme of 
abrogation of boundaries in the form of a peculiar baptismal ritual saying is placed between 
these lists (3:11). As will be made known, initiates are said to experience in the ritual moment 
of baptism the state of liminality that promotes the ideal of being distinct from the ordinary 
relatedness. The employment of the social process theory of liminality may help the reader 
appreciate the effect of the baptismal saying upon the instructions stipulating how members 
relate, particularly the Household code in Col 3:18–4:1 which seems to have the peculiar 
contingency suggested above. 
 
B. Social Theories 
1. Social Identity Theory 
 The context delineated above calls for the employment of some social theories to 
better understand Paul's persuasion in the letter. A brief explanation of these theories are in 
order before they are applied to the text of Colossians. 
 Identity has two aspects. In order to deepen the understanding of who I am, a strong 
sense of who I am not in relation to others is usually taken into consideration (Jenkins 1996:20, 
86–87) — thus 'social identity' (Esler 2014:19). The exclusive nature of identity can turn into a 
form of violence between the group to which 'I' belong (ingroup) and other groups to which 'I' 
do not (outgroups) more readily than one wishes (cf. Sen 2006:174–78), especially when 
social mobility is low and exclusive tendency is expected to be high (Tajfel 1978:45–60). 
Researchers of SIT have suggested ways to alleviate or minimize conflicts between groups as 
they closely associate with one another. That is by constructing and sharing the identity of the 
larger overarching association (superordinate category), to which those outgroups (subordinate 
groups) belong (Gaertner et al 1989:239–49). In order to ensure further success of the 
intergroup association, it has been highlighted that superordinate identity ought not to obscure 
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existing subordinate identities (Gaertner et al 1989:247), and that it should not represent either 
exclusively or preferentially the norm of one subordinate group over against others 
(Mummendey & Wenzel 1999:164–65). 
 Thus, Paul's special emphasis on the identity of Christ-followers in / with Christ in 
Colossians could be understood as an effective persuasion to bring unity and harmony to a 
situation complicated by the existence of various subordinate identities. Paul is, in other words, 
bringing together those with conflicting subordinate identities under the superordinate identity 
of Christ in order to attain reconciliation among members. In this teaching on unity and 
equality, the present author argued elsewhere that members are not denied their original ethnic 
(or gender) identities, as the baptismal saying, especially in Gal 3:28, was once alleged to be 
doing (Boyarin 1994:233). It is rather to help shape a religious community with a new mode 
of relatedness, as members come together from various distinctive social backgrounds under 
the identity of Christ (Asano 2005:200–06, esp. 205 n.108). These may be contrasted as 
different modes of relatedness between what Mühl expressed as the imperial 'cosmopolitanism 
(appearing) with power' (Mühl 1928:82) and what Maier expressed in response to Mühl as 
'cosmopolitanism in love' (Maier 2013:85–93). In other words, the imperial approach of 
coercive integration of different others is compared with the commonality of all peoples under 
the symbolic identity (cf. Cohen 1985) of the master servant Christ, the latter of which 
promotes the ideal of the superordinate category of equity and impartiality referred to above. 
Paul's concern for the sensitive balance of unity and diversity in the community in Colossae 
(or in Galatia) corresponds to the insight of social psychologists in their effort to alleviate 
social conflict. As to how the Colossian counterpart over against the imperial rhetoric works 
out, one may well consult the social process theory of liminality explained below. 
 
2. Social Process Theory 
 The social process theory of liminality will be employed in an attempt to interpret a 
peculiar feature of the baptismal theme in Col 3:1–4:1. The theory will be particularly helpful 
in understanding the coexistence of the liminal (anti-structural) baptismal saying (3:11) and 
the anti-liminal (structural) ideology reflected, at least partly, in the Household code (3:18–4:1). 
 The liminal saying affirms the eradication of boundaries that demarcate the 
subordinate social categories (in the case of Colossians, Jew-Greek, slave-master etc.) 
gathered under the superordinate category, where Christ is 'all and in all' (Col 3:11). The 
egalitarian ideal in the baptismal saying is expected as one regards baptism as a rite of passage, 
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peculiar feature of the baptismal theme in Col 3:1–4:1. The theory will be particularly helpful 
in understanding the coexistence of the liminal (anti-structural) baptismal saying (3:11) and 
the anti-liminal (structural) ideology reflected, at least partly, in the Household code (3:18–4:1). 
 The liminal saying affirms the eradication of boundaries that demarcate the 
subordinate social categories (in the case of Colossians, Jew-Greek, slave-master etc.) 
gathered under the superordinate category, where Christ is 'all and in all' (Col 3:11). The 
egalitarian ideal in the baptismal saying is expected as one regards baptism as a rite of passage, 
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and New Year ceremonies. The ancient Graeco-Roman festivals of Hekatombaion and 
Sumposia belong to the latter, in which the egalitarian motif was acted out, so slaves were 
allowed to run riot in the streets and were invited to a banquet by their masters (Padilla 1999). 
The reference to the baptismal saying of equality in Col 3:11, therefore, could be understood 
as a way for Paul to remind the community members in an impressive manner that they have 
entered into a completely new and ideal way of relatedness under the superordinate identity in 
Christ.  
 Liminality as defined above does not end in itself, but will eventually shift to a new 
stage of structure. In this sense, the ritual only functions to affirm the structural status quo. 
However, Turner observes that the liminal state is sometimes maintained for an extended 
period of time, thus 'permanent (/ extended) liminality', particularly in religious communities. 
This observation will be helpful in evaluating the relationship between the liminal saying of 
Col 3:11 and the intergroup ethical exhortations of the Household code in Col 3:18–4:1. It will 
be argued that the co-existence of the denial and the affirmation of social boundaries are not 
examples of either self-contradiction or confusion of charisma and social routinization (cf. 
MacDonald 1988:42, 106–22). 
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III. Liminal Effect on the New Relatedness in Col 3:1–4:1 
A. New Relatedness and Old Identities 
1. Relatedness Above (Col 3:1–4) 
 It has been argued above that the role of the baptismal theme focuses on the transfer 
to a new status in Col ch.2, and on the transfer to a new relatedness in ch.3. One may describe 
this shift in focus as from indicative to imperative within the scheme of an inaugurated 
eschatology. The new status is affirmed as the Christ-follower shares in the experience of the 
death and resurrection of Christ in the act of baptism. It is clearly taught in Col 2:12–13, and 
echoed in Col 3:1. The clear teaching on the realized status (Col 3:1, ‘you were raised together 
[συνηγέρθητε]ʼ), impressive as it is with the vivid theme of baptism, is often thought as a 
reflection of realized eschatology (cf. Foster 2016:89), yet Col 3:1–4 instead focuses on the 
quality of being or the relationship not yet attained on earth. Schrage, while considering the 
letter to be deutero-Pauline, finds ‘no substantial departure’ from Paul’s own eschatological 
scheme of 'already and not yet' (Schrage 1988:244). Furthermore, unlike Col 2:13–14, the 
future aspect of eschatological expectation is explicit in Col 3:4: 'when Christ your life is 
revealed, then also yourselves with him will be revealed (φανερωθήσεσθε) in glory' (3:4). 
 Therefore, the spatial emphasis — 'less "forward" in time than "up" in space' 
(Barclay 1997:89) — of the eschatological teaching is not so easily understood as a sign of 
'realized eschatology'. Besides the fact that the author has a clear future vision (Col 3:4), the 
movement of the spatial transfer from 'death' to 'life', and to 'life above' seems only natural in 
the eschatological expressions taught as part of the baptismal theme clearly sustained from the 
previous chapter. Baptizans symbolically act out their participation in the experience of Christ 
in his death, resurrection and exaltation. In other words, the clear baptismal theme conditions 
the letter’s eschatological expressions. One may well avoid the criticism of committing a sort 
of sociological reductionism (Berger 1967:175–77) by explaining away the spatial or vertical 
emphasis of eschatology as an adaptation to the delay of the parousia and the social 
routinization. Wedderburn has shown that spatial and temporal categories are not always 
clearly distinguished in Jewish apocalyptic traditions (Wedderburn 1993:52–53), and the 
'oscillation between "vertical" and "horizontal"' is found in the apocalyptic eschatological 
hope of the New Testament (Rowland & Morray-Jones 2009:171). One may compare this 
ethical teaching scheme with that of Galatians, one of Paul's earliest letters, where 'Jerusalem 
above' (Gal 4:26) symbolizes believers' attained status of freedom (5:1), which directs how 
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members of the Jesus-community. In analyzing the roles of the 'beliefs' of a community, social 
psychologists are interested not only in the cognitive aspect of such beliefs but also in their 
social significance. They take note of the affective and behavioral implications of such beliefs 
for the community members. While people form a group to try attaining a goal, the goal often 
becomes a raison d'être and provides the group a basis for solidarity (Bar-Tal 1998:98–99, 
112–13). Therefore, it has been suggested the propensity of the member to identify with a 
community depends partly on the degree to which the belief about their future goals are 
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2. Liminal Identity and Subordinate Identities (Col 3:11) 
 The focus on 'things above (τὰ ἄνω)' (Col 3:1, 2) and 'not things on earth (μὴ τὰ ἐπὶ 
τῆς γῆς)' (3:2) corresponds with the baptismal themes of 'the old (τὸν παλαιόν)' (3:9) and 'the 
new (τὸν νεόν)' (3:10), which leads to the otherworldly norm or 'liminal value' of the 
abrogation of social distinctions under the superordinate identity of Christ (3:11).  
                                                          
3 Further, one should note that ‘Jerusalem above’ (spatial) in Gal 4:26 is curiously compared with ‘Jerusalem now’ 
(temporal) in Gal 4:25. Elsewhere, Paul mixes the horizontal and vertical perspectives in describing the experience 
of sanctification (Phil 3:13–14). One may argue that it is a recurring literary feature of the Pauline epistles. 
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 Among the Pauline epistles, the baptismal saying with the eradication theme 
appears three times, in Gal 3:28, 1 Cor 12:13 and here in Col 3:11. In the earliest egalitarian 
saying (Galatians), three bipolar pairs divided by ethnic boundary (Jews and Greeks), social 
boundary (slaves and free people), and gender boundary (male and female) are proclaimed 
inconsequential in Christ. I Corinthians lacks the third pair. Colossians lacks the third as well 
and breaks the expected structural balance, and says: 'there is no Greek and Jew, circumcision 
and uncircumcision, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free'. Exegetes give various views on how to 
understand the unique items of barbarian and Scythian in the last saying. Does the pair of 
'barbarian, Scythian' correspond with 'slave, free (person)' chiastically, in the same way that 
'Greek and Jew' earlier corresponds chiastically with 'circumcision and uncircumcision' 
(Campbell 2014:272)? Is 'Scythian' to be understood as a sort of superlative among barbaric 
people groups (Apion 2:26 cited by Dunn 1996:226–27)? Does 'Scythian' (together with 
Phrygians) form a majority population in the Lycus valley as an ingroup, as opposed to 
'barbarian' as an outgroup (Strelan 2011:98–99)? Or does 'Scythian' refer to the northern 
language groups in general to help indicate the extent of the furthest reaches of the empire 
(Maier 2011:214–16. cf. 2013:90)? The structural irregularity may indicate that 'barbarian' and 
'Scythian' are not contrasted with each other as other pairs. Scythia seems to have represented 
the north-eastern margin of the known world, as it was described by the ancient geographers 
such as Hecataeus and Eratosthenes (Bunbury 1959 [1883]:I.134–52, 615–60). Then 
'Scythians' may represent those in the margin of the world (conquered ones) as opposed to 
those in the center (ruling ones), as 'barbarians' may well represent those opposed to the 
civilized rulers. Then, the Colossian baptismal saying may reflect the ethical concern typical 
of the Jews and the imperial geo-political ideology. However one construes the relationships 
in the baptismal saying, the message of the author is clear, that all distinctions of subordinate 
identities are made inconsequential under the superordinate identity of Christ. 
 The antecedent 'where (ὅπου)' (Col 3:11) is probably 'the new (person)' that one puts 
on (3:10) after putting off 'the old person' (3:9) in the rite of baptism. That each letter of 
Galatians, I Corinthians, and Colossians expresses the baptismal saying in considerably 
different ways may mean that it had not yet been fixed as a formula, and each formulation 
reflects the life situation of each community. Baptized to be incorporated into the body of 
Christ as the head (cf. 1:18, 24, 2:19, 3:15), 'the new person' belongs to the new entity where 
no social boundaries count. As baptizans came out of water, such an egalitarian proclamation 
may have been declared together as a community in celebration. In this highly emotive and 
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Galatians, I Corinthians, and Colossians expresses the baptismal saying in considerably 
different ways may mean that it had not yet been fixed as a formula, and each formulation 
reflects the life situation of each community. Baptized to be incorporated into the body of 
Christ as the head (cf. 1:18, 24, 2:19, 3:15), 'the new person' belongs to the new entity where 
no social boundaries count. As baptizans came out of water, such an egalitarian proclamation 
may have been declared together as a community in celebration. In this highly emotive and 
impressive way, the community members under the superordinate identity of Christ reminded 
themselves repeatedly at each baptismal rite that such subordinate identities as Greek, Jew, 
barbarian, Scythian, slave, free merged as one. Impressive also is the additional emphasis on 
oneness as the basis of the theme of abrogation of boundaries. Therefore, the baptizans are 
baptized into 'one body (ἓν σῶμα)' (I Cor 12:13) and they form 'one person (εἷς)' in Christ (Gal 
3:28), who is 'all and in all' (Col 3:11).  
 What is significant in the baptismal saying is that the liminal feature of equality is 
not an end in itself, but is the occasion for the individuals to gather under the superordinate 
identity of Christ as one. The significance of this can be stated by means of an analysis of the 
social identity. The experiment done by Gaertner and others (1989:239–49) shows the 
difference between the effect of 'decategorization' and 'recategorization'. In decategorization, 
subordinate groups are simply dissolved, while in recategorization they are merged into a 
superordinate group. Decategorization only reduces the sense of one's allegiance to the old 
subordinate group, the sentiment of which may be directed against other subordinate groups. 
On the other hand, recategorization creates a locus where appreciation is enhanced for others 
who once belonged to other subordinate groups (cf. Gaertner et al. 1989:239–40, 245–47). In 
other words, creating separate-individual representation (simple liminality) only passively 
contributes to the enhancement of social relationship, while creating superordinate 
representation (liminality in Christ) actively contributes to the attainment of social unity and 
solidarity. Thus, the reference of the liminal moment in Col 3:11, with the additional emphasis 
on Christ as the supreme identity under which all gather as one (cf. Dunn 1996:227), functions 
as an effective motivation for compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, patience, forgiveness 
(3:12–13) to be exercised in both the interpersonal relationships of individuals and the 
intergroup relationships between the subordinate groups.  
 
B. Liminality and the Colossian Household Code (Col 3:18–4:1) 
1. Dissonance between Liminal State and Patriarchal Structure 
 In his detailed analysis of the ethical teachings for the household members in the 
ancient Mediterranean world, Crouch suggests that the Colossian Household code relies 
closely on the style and the ideology of Hellenistic Judaism, with special reference to social 
disorder caused by the syncretic enthusiasts and by the 'enlightened' slaves (Crouch 
1972:146–51). The three-fold grouping of wives, children, and slaves in that order is found in 
Second Temple Jewish literature. Philo, for example, assumes the responsibility of the 
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husband to his wife, the father to his children, and the master to his slaves to teach the Law 
(Philo's Hypoth. 7:14. Cf. Josephus' Ant. 4:209, 309; Berakoth 3:3, 7:2 though in a different 
order).4 He concludes that the Colossian Household code simply reflects the historical social 
expectations in which the author and at least some of the original readers were located. While 
exegetes have attempted to argue that the use of ἀγαπάω and ἐν κυρίῳ (Col 3:18, 19, 20, 24) 
reflect the author's effort to redefine the traditional structural order (Moule 1956:128), Crouch 
argues that the LXX used ἀγαπάω in a very general way and dismisses ἐν κυρίῳ as nothing 
more than a sort of institutional persuasion: 'the addition of ἐν κυρίῳ merely demonstrates that 
the requirements of the social order are in effect not only in society but also ἐν κυρίῳ' (Crouch 
1972:155, cf. 102–19). If the Household code merely reflects the patriarchal norms of the 
surrounding society, one must consider why it is located immediately following the 
anti-structural baptismal saying? 
 In addition to the alleged contradiction between the liminal ideal and the patriarchal 
ideology, the abruptness of the teaching style and content in the immediate context lead some 
to suggest that the pericope is a later interpolation (Munro 1971/72:434–47). Yet, it does not 
explain adequately why the interpolator inserted the Household code intentionally in an 
inadequate location (Wilson 2005:272–73, note 2). One must, therefore, start with an 
assumption that the author has a clear intention in composing the letter. The sustained theme 
of baptism in the middle section of the letter and the special emphasis of the identity in Christ 
throughout the letter show that the author writes to lead the reader in a certain rhetorical 
direction. It is more plausible that the author was well aware of the dissonance caused by the 
two contrasting expressions of liminality (the baptismal saying) and the structure (the 
Household code) than supposing that he disregarded the self-contradiction in his own 
argument. It may be argued that the dissonance was rather rhetorically intended by the author 
so that the members of the community are made aware that the continuing dialogue between 
the two contrasting values are to take place. In other words, the reader is urged that the 
Household code needs to be put into practice in view of the liminal value. 
 An insight conducive to the understanding of the rhetorical situation is the further 
application of the liminal theory by Turner. In his general theory of social process, society as a 
whole, rather than individuals with passage rites, moves teleologically from structure to 
liminality, as in a radical case of social revolution or in a more mild case of social change. The 
                                                          
4 Crouch suggests that the patriarchal ideology was rather intensified in Hellenistic Judaism especially on the 
position of wives under the authority of their husbands (Crouch 1972:108). 
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position of wives under the authority of their husbands (Crouch 1972:108). 
society, then, eventually returns to structure. The period of liminality, in a sense, prepares 
people to enter into another well-defined structural state (Turner 1969:129). In this case, the 
liminal stage functions as a sort of valve to release pressure, in order that members of the 
society enter into the new phase of structure with a renewed appreciation of the social order 
(cf. Marriott 1966:210–12). In this case, the liminal state is thought of as merely confirming 
the structural status quo. Yet, a further observation is made that religious communities in 
particular often go outside the teleological process of structure to liminality to structure, and 
they remain liminal for an extended period of time. Turner describes this special case as 
'permanent liminality' and points to such examples as the primitive church and the early stage 
of the Franciscan movement (Turner 1969:145. cf. Lambert 1961:58–67). In these groups, 
liminal rites such as baptism function as maintaining the liminal ideal of being among the 
community, rather than affirming the structural status quo. Such a community with a strong 
liminal character further exerts influence upon the surrounding structural society so that its 
highly structured relatedness may be challenged for critical evaluation (Asano 2005:187–99).  
 An argument may be made that this function of permanent liminality vis-à-vis the 
wider structural society can be translated into the text of Colossians. The reader who has just 
read the liminal baptismal saying (Col 3:11) is, therefore, conditioned now to interpret the 
following teaching in a certain way that he / she would not miss the nuanced expressions of 
the author in the Household code (3:18–4:1). Crouch presents a modern application from his 
analysis of Colossian Household code that the reader is exhorted to live 'the radical demand of 
co-humanity' (liminal equity) within the traditional social limitations (patriarchal structure) 
(Crouch 1972:156–61. Parentheses by the present author). It is probable that this application is 
not confined to the modern reader of the letter, but intended by the author for his immediate 
readers to seek a balance between the two. Therefore, while it is certain that the verb ἀγαπάω 
was used in the LXX generally for the wife-husband relationship, the reader of Colossians 
may have seen in the word the ability to transcend the traditional patriarchal relatedness, 
focusing on the actual use of the verb for the self-giving service of the master Christ (cf. Rom 
8:37, II Cor 5:14, Gal 2:20). Rather than interpreting the term ἐν κυρίῳ as a means to simply 
justify the status quo (Crouch 1972:155), the reader was more inclined to ask themselves 
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2. Slaves and Masters under the Prime Master of Superordinate Identity 
 a. Anomaly Reflecting the Colossian Contingency: The present essay focuses on 
the third of the three-fold groupings of the Household code. Two elements of the anomaly of 
the code are readily noticeable. The first relates to the contingency of the Jesus-Community in 
Colossae. The Traditionsgeschichte may explain the order of the groupings, but it cannot give 
a sufficient answer to the special interest in the third grouping that the author gives. One 
quickly notices that the instruction on the relationship between slaves and their owners is 
much longer (six verses) than the other two (two verses for each). That this is not the general 
pattern is readily noticeable as it is compared with the Ephesian Household code (Eph 
5:22–6:9). The brevity of the ethical teaching on the wife-husband relationship does not mean 
that the author was in need of traditions to draw from in order to deal with that particular 
relationship. The collection of proverbs by ps.-Diogenianus, for example, gives a warning 
against a wrong motivation — greed in this case5 — to start and build the relationship 
between the husband and the wife, akin to the one for the slave-master relationship (Col 
3:23–24). 
 It had been suggested that the imbalance of contents between the groupings is 
simply because more slaves belonged to the Jesus-community than other social categories 
(Dunn 1996:253; Foster 2016:372). Yet, it does not explain the fact that many slaves had a 
family relationship of one sort or another (Digesta 1:5:5:1–2. cf. Gardner 1990:212–19) and 
that the Ephesian Household code shows a different balance (Eph 5:22–33 for wives and 
husbands; 6:1–4 for children and fathers; 6:5–9 for slaves and their owners). Should we reason 
that in Ephesus and the neighboring cities where the letter was circulated, there were far less 
slaves in the Jesus-communities than husbands and wives, and the majority of the household 
had no children? Rather than relying on the unnatural assumption of the general 
prosopography of the senatorial province in Anatolia, it seems more reasonable to assume that 
the Ephesian Household code reflects one life-situation, while the Colossian Household code 
reflects another. The special interest in the relationship between the slaves and their owners in 
Colossians Household code may correspond with Paul's concern to reconcile Philemon, the 
head of a house gathering in Colossae, and his slave Onesimus. 
 b. Anomaly Reflecting the Liminal Influence: Another irregularity of the 
Household code is that the instruction for the slave-master relationship focuses primarily on 
                                                          
5 That is, to marry an unacceptable woman for greed caused shame (ἐπὶ τῶν αἰσχρὰς ἐπὶ κέρδει γαμούντων. Ps.-D. 
VI:22. Text in Von Leutsch & Schneidewin 1958:273. cf. Morgan 2007:50–51). 
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how slaves serve their masters rather than on how the masters manage their slaves. It has been 
noted that the teaching on the slave-owner relationship of the time usually focused on the 
latter alone (cf. Seneca, Ben. 3:17–18, cited by Moule 1956:127–28. cf. Lightfoot 1890:227). 
In other words, the Colossian Household code does not treat slaves merely as property (Rhet. 
1:5:7). Harrill has recently suggested that the directions in the Roman (and Greek) agricultural 
handbooks given to vilicus, who was the elite slave in charge of other slaves on the master's 
estate (ex. Columella, De re rustica 1:6:3, 1:8:10), present a pattern of thought behind the 
New Testament Household codes, including Colossians (Harrill 2006:85–117). However, the 
interest therein concerns how the manager, in surrogate position for the absentee estate owner, 
should manage and control the slaves on the field.6 In other words, the focus in the handbooks 
is still on how to control slaves, and not how slaves choose to behave. In this sense, Colossians 
is still unique in treating slaves as 'persons' expected to respond to moral exhortations.7 If this 
is accepted as a form of respect to slaves, then it could be understood as a form of intrusion on 
the liminal value to the patriarchal structure of the Household code. There also seem to be 
other signs of this sort of liminal intrusion in the author's instructions. 
 c. New Relatedness in Christ: In the exhortations to slaves, the four-fold repetition 
of 'master (κύριος)' as the object of allegiance draws the immediate attention of the reader. The 
repeated reference to the heavenly master may help the slaves to remind themselves that the 
loyalty to him transcends the loyalty to their earthly masters, and help them to bear the 
harshness of their labors (Dunn 1996:257). Though such an encouragement to the slaves — if 
it is an encouragement at all — may not be overlooked, it is rather suggested that the 
repetitious reference to the heavenly master could have been an occasion where the author 
attempted to direct not only slaves, but also their masters, to their shared allegiance to the 
master above. This reminder of shared master or shared identity of the superordinate identity 
of Christ relativizes the patriarchal master-slave relatedness and provides an opportunity to 
evaluate how the liminal ideal may affect the structural order. This logic seems plausible as 
one takes note of the reason that the earthly master ought to act justly and fairly, because 'you 
too have a master in heaven (καὶ ὑμεῖς ἔχετε κύριον ἐν οὐρανῷ)' (4:1). 
 Looking at the text from this perspective, the exhortations in the slave-master 
relationship appear less patriarchal. For example, slaves are told to give a wholehearted 
                                                          
6 For the sake of simplicity, the difference in social positions among slaves is not taken into consideration in this 
essay. For the topic, cf. Weaver 1972. 
7 The exception may be found in m. Avot. 1:3. 
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service primarily to the Lord (ἐν κυρίῳ), 'and not to men (καὶ οὐκ ἀνθρώποις)' (3:23). The use of 
ἀνθρώποις corresponds with the adjective 'man-pleasing (ἀνθρωπάρεσκοι)' (3:22). Since the 
object (man) of 'pleasing' is 'the masters according to flesh (τοῖς κατὰ σάρκα κυρίοις)' (3:22), 
the ἀνθρώποις in 3:23 should also be understood as masters of slaves (cf. Foster 2016:389). 
Further, the peculiar expression 'to the Lord Christ (τῷ κυρίῳ Χριστῷ)' (3:24. cf. Rom 16:18) 
emphasizes the contrast that one is to serve, not other masters, but Christ, the master (Wilson 
2004:285; Jewett 2007:991). The command (3:23) and the reminder (3:24) to give service not 
(as) to the masters is beyond the expectation of the patriarchal order. 
 As the ordinary slave-master relationship is relativized, the instructions for slaves 
(3:22–25) and masters (4:1) may well be read closely together. In other words, all are servants 
of the master above, regardless of their social positions, and need to heed the instructions 
given to slaves. The promise of the eschatological reward of inheritance for sincere service 
(Col 3:24) is contrasted with the warning of chastisement for 'the one acting unjustly (ὁ ... 
ἀδικῶν)' with the affirmation of divine impartiality (προσωπολημψία, 3:25). It is possible that 
partial treatments of earthly masters are implicitly compared with the divine impartiality 
(Foster 2016:394). Therefore, both well-motivated slaves and ill-motivated slaves could 
expect to be treated justly and fairly by the heavenly master. However, the following 
exhortation for the masters to 'provide justice and fairness (equality) to the slaves (τὸ δίκαιον 
καὶ τὴν ἰσότητα τοῖς δούλοις παρέχεσθε)' (4:1) may lead the reader to expect that slaves with 
sincerity and masters with injustice would be the object of the impartial judgment of the 
master above, to whom belong justice and equity. 
 
IV. Conclusion 
 The special emphasis on the theme of participation in / with Christ sustained by the 
motif of baptism in Colossians (particularly in chs. 2–3) was understood as an effort of the 
author to bring unity and perhaps a reconciliation among the community members. It 
corresponds well with the strategy suggested by SIT to eliminate or minimize the intergroup 
conflict. One may well expect frictions and conflicts among Christ-followers from various 
subordinate groups, but such relational problems are expected to be solved as members are 
made aware of belonging together to Christ as the superordinate identity. The author reminded 
the members of the liminal ideal celebrated in baptism in order to impress upon them the 
perfect equity and unity that await them in the eschatological future. Being aware of sharing 
Christ as the superordinate identity and being reminded of the liminal experience in baptism, 
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2004:285; Jewett 2007:991). The command (3:23) and the reminder (3:24) to give service not 
(as) to the masters is beyond the expectation of the patriarchal order. 
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of the master above, regardless of their social positions, and need to heed the instructions 
given to slaves. The promise of the eschatological reward of inheritance for sincere service 
(Col 3:24) is contrasted with the warning of chastisement for 'the one acting unjustly (ὁ ... 
ἀδικῶν)' with the affirmation of divine impartiality (προσωπολημψία, 3:25). It is possible that 
partial treatments of earthly masters are implicitly compared with the divine impartiality 
(Foster 2016:394). Therefore, both well-motivated slaves and ill-motivated slaves could 
expect to be treated justly and fairly by the heavenly master. However, the following 
exhortation for the masters to 'provide justice and fairness (equality) to the slaves (τὸ δίκαιον 
καὶ τὴν ἰσότητα τοῖς δούλοις παρέχεσθε)' (4:1) may lead the reader to expect that slaves with 
sincerity and masters with injustice would be the object of the impartial judgment of the 
master above, to whom belong justice and equity. 
 
IV. Conclusion 
 The special emphasis on the theme of participation in / with Christ sustained by the 
motif of baptism in Colossians (particularly in chs. 2–3) was understood as an effort of the 
author to bring unity and perhaps a reconciliation among the community members. It 
corresponds well with the strategy suggested by SIT to eliminate or minimize the intergroup 
conflict. One may well expect frictions and conflicts among Christ-followers from various 
subordinate groups, but such relational problems are expected to be solved as members are 
made aware of belonging together to Christ as the superordinate identity. The author reminded 
the members of the liminal ideal celebrated in baptism in order to impress upon them the 
perfect equity and unity that await them in the eschatological future. Being aware of sharing 
Christ as the superordinate identity and being reminded of the liminal experience in baptism, 
the Christ-followers in Colossae were urged to put into practice the implications of their 
participation in Christ, and of liminal ideal expressed in baptism, despite the cultural 
pervasiveness of patriarchy. The anomalies of the exhortations for the slave-master 
relationship in the Colossian Household code reflect the ongoing struggle of Christ-followers 
between the ideal state (liminality) and the present reality (structure). 
 In making liminal applications on the patriarchal norms of relatedness among 
Christ-followers from various subordinate groups, it is naturally expected that it was mostly 
the responsibility of the powerful to take the costly action. Therefore, having Christ as their 
superordinate identity was significant in the liminal applications on their relationship with one 
another, because in the prime master-servant they find the motivation and model of serving 
and suffering to bring peace and reconciliation (Col 1:13–23, 24–2:5). Thus, the new 
relatedness on the basis of the heavenly ideal is naturally different in essence from the 
patriarchal relatedness firmly established on earth under the superordinate identity of the 
emperor, the prime patron of the empire (pater patriae. cf. Maier 2011:217–20, 2013:94–99). 
 If the letter to Colossians was read by Archippus and Philemon, and read to the 
community by them as the leading figures of the Jesus-community, one of the obvious 
implications in the minds of the Colossians would have been the reconciliation and 
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[要旨] 
 
コロサイ書家庭訓（3:22—4:1）の境界性的解釈： 
社会アイデンティティ理論適用のためのエテュード 
 
浅野 淳博 
 
本論文では、コロ 3:22-4.1 の家庭訓における奴隷と主人との関係性に注目しつつ、
コロ 3.1-4.1の解釈を試みる。その際、社会階層の越境主題が示されるバプテスマ定型
文（3.11）と、家父長的な関係性が少なくとも部分的に反映される倫理的教示とのあ
いだの関係性に注目しつつ、これらを上位集団（キリスト者共同体）と下位集団（奴
隷集団や主人集団）との相互関係を分析するための社会学的理論、また社会過程を理
解するための境界性理論に依拠して論考する。その結果、バプテスマ定型文と倫理的
教示という 2つの言説のあいだに明らかな不協和に関して、以下のような結論に至る。
すなわち、この不協和は、境界性的空間において体験される理想的な在り方が、いか
に伝統的に期待される家父長制的関係性に干渉して体現され得るかを、キリスト者共
同体の成員が熟考するように促す。コロサイ書執筆事情に関する導入（I）と方法論（II）
を述べたあと、当該箇所が解釈される（III）。 
 
 
